Introduction
Over 1000 people were executed around the world in 2016, with Georgia and Texas recording the highest numbers of executions in the USA. 1, 2 There is long-standing evidence of high levels of mental illness among prisoners sentenced to death. [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] Against this background, research has increasingly focussed on prisoners' mental states immediately prior to execution. A number of studies have examined last statements prior to execution in Texas, 10 demonstrating, inter alia, six key themes that are most common in last statements: forgiveness, claims of innocence, silence, love/appreciation, activism and belief in an afterlife. 11, 12 Other themes include well wishes, religion, contrition, gratitude, personal reconciliation and denial of responsibility. 13 Apologies (32%) and requests for forgiveness (21%) also feature, 14 as do guilt and repentance. 15 Last statements are by no means consistently negative, 16 with apologies especially common in statements that also mention God. 17 We previously identified the most common themes in last statements in Texas between April 2002 and November 2006 as love (70%), spirituality (56%) and apology (37%), and the most common psychological factors as identification-egression (e.g. attachment to a lost person or ideal, such as freedom) (62%), unbearable psychological pain (53%) and rejection-aggression (42%). 18, 19 Most recently, love was identified as the most common theme in last statements in Missouri. 20 The aims of this article are to: (i) analyse demographics of individuals executed in Texas between April 2002 and May 2017; (ii) investigate whether, in the face of continued decline in capital punishment in Texas, there has been any change in common themes and psychological factors evident in last statements; and (iii) present an overall analysis of all last statements in Texas over this 15-year period.
Materials and methods
We studied all last statements made by death row prisoners executed in Texas between 1 August 2011 (when our most recent study ended) 21 We recorded baseline characteristics for each prisoner. A single assessor (S.R.F.) assessed all last statements, recording if the following themes were present: spirituality (references of an overtly religious nature); regret for offence; request for forgiveness; literary references (including poems written by the prisoner); love (i.e. use of the word 'love'); apology to victim's family; apology to the prisoner's own family; anger (e.g. hostile comments to execution attendees); and denial of the offence. We selected these themes in our original study of last statements following an iterative process examining last statements in that sample for key recurring themes. 18 For analysis of psychological factors, we used our adaptation of Thematic Guide for Suicide Prediction (TGSP), [22] [23] [24] [25] which comprises protocol statements against which each last statement was compared.
18,21
The five 'intra-psychic' factors in the TGSP are (i) unbearable psychological pain (the idea that death stops painful tension, provides relief from intolerable pain, and provides flight from psychological and/or environmental trauma); (ii) cognitive constriction (evidence that the individual is overwhelmed by emotion, with constricted logic or perception; there may be poverty of thought, with focus on grief); (iii) indirect expressions (evidence of contradictory feelings/attitudes in the communication, or the individual appears ambivalent about the situation); (iv) inability to adjust (the individual seems to reject everything, want to escape life; there may be evidence of mental disorder); and (v) ego (weakness in the capacity for constructive tendencies such as attachment/love; evidence of unresolved problems such as feeling blamed unjustly).
The three 'inter-personal' factors in the TGSP are (vi) interpersonal relations (difficult or unresolved problems in relationships; stress or frustration around relationships to others; evidence of pathological or unhealthy attachments); (vii) rejection-aggression (disgust or rejection of oneself or others; preoccupation with a rejecting/lost other; vengeful or destructive thoughts or impulses; a wish that their death will have a negative effect on others); and (viii) identification-egression (the individual identifies with a lost or rejecting other/ideal and this loss allows the individual to desire death as an escape from hurt; the individual may want to depart/flee from the situation).
For this study, in addition to analysing new data (August 2011 to May 2017), we combined our new data with our previous data from April 2002 to November 2006, 18 and December 2006 to July 2011, 21 for a combined analysis of all last statements over a 15-year period. This study only used existing data which are publicly available and was thus exempt from requirement for full research ethical review, under the guidelines of University College Dublin (www.ucd.ie/researchethics/apply/exemptions) (accessed 18 March 2018).
Results
During the 70-month period covered by this study ( In this study (August 2011 to May 2017), there was no difference between prisoners who made last statements (n ¼ 61) and those who did not (n ¼ 9) in terms of years in education (t ¼ 1.78; P ¼ 0.104), age at offence (Mann-Whitney U: 197.00; P ¼ 0.173), age at execution (Mann-Whitney U: 215.00; P ¼ 0.296), months on death row (Mann-Whitney U: 327.50; P ¼ 0.352), proportion of offences involving more than one victim (Pearson Chi Square: 0.79; P ¼ 0.485), proportion of offences involving at least one child victim (Pearson Chi Square: 0.16; P ¼ 1.00), and proportion of offences involving sexual assault (Pearson Chi Square: 0.65; P ¼ 0.672). All Hispanic prisoners made last statements compared with 92.0% of black and 70.8% of white prisoners (Pearson Chi-Square: 9.32; P ¼ 0.009).
Love and spirituality were the most common themes in last statements between August 2011 and May 2017, appearing in 84 and 67% of statements, respectively; these were also the most common themes in our two preceding studies 18, 21 (Table 1 ).
Apology to the victim's family was the next most common theme in this study (30%) and quoting poetry or literature was the least common (0%), as was the case in our two previous studies. When compared with our preceding study, 21 quoting poetry or literature was the only theme that became significantly less common (P ¼ 0.036); none became significantly more common.
The most common psychological factors in last statements in the present study (August 2011 to May 2017) were unbearable psychological pain (49%), identification-egression (44%), rejection-aggression (41%) and cognitive constriction (25%) ( Table 2) . When compared with our preceding study, 21 indirect expressions were the sole psychological factor that became significantly less common (P < 0.001); none became significantly more common. The most common themes in last statements were love (78%), spirituality (58%), regret (35%) and apology to the victim's family (35%) ( Table 1) . On multi-variable testing, love had independent associations with unbearable psychological pain (b: 0.79; P ¼ 0.044) and the absence of cognitive constriction (b: À1.040; P ¼ 0.006; model r 2 : 20.9%; P ¼ 0.008). Spirituality was associated with identification-egression (b: 1.477; P < 0.001; model r 2 : 27.4%; P < 0.001), and regret was associated with unbearable psychological pain (b: 2.367; P < 0.001; model r 2 : 41.0%; P < 0.001), as was apology to victim's family (b: 2.289; P < 0.001; model r 2 : 38.8%; P < 0.001). Over the 15 years studied, the most common psychological factors in last statements were identification-egression (51%), unbearable psychological pain (47%) and rejection-aggression (40%) ( Table 2 ). On multi-variable testing, identificationegression had independent associations with the absence of sexual assault (b: À1.038; P ¼ 0.011) and with themes of spirituality (b: 1.276; P < 0.001) and requests for forgiveness (b: 1.264; P ¼ 0.005; model r 2 : 30.9%; P < 0.001). Unbearable psychological pain was associated with apology to the victim's family (b: 1.200; P ¼ 0.017) and apology to the prisoner's own family (b: 1.656; P ¼ 0.004; model r 2 : 47.1%; P < 0.001). Rejection-aggression was associated with fewer years in education (b: À0.219; P ¼ 0.026), anger (b: 3.899; P < 0.001) and denial of offence (b: 3.498; P < 0.001; model r 2 : 54.5%; P < 0.001). Stratification by race did not identify any significant differences between racial groups in the distribution of themes or psychological factors.
Discussion
Over the 15-year period between April 2002 and May 2017, the rate of execution in Texas fell from 25 to 12 executions per year. Love (78%), spirituality (58%), regret (35%) and apology to the victim's family (35%) were the most common themes in last statements. Love was associated with unbearable psychological pain and absence of cognitive constriction; spirituality was associated with identification-egression; and regret was associated with unbearable psychological pain (as was apology).
The most common psychological factors were identificationegression (51%), unbearable psychological pain (47%) and rejection-aggression (40%). Identification-egression was associated with spirituality, requests for forgiveness, and absence of sexual assault; unbearable psychological pain was associated with apology (to victim's and prisoner's families); and rejectionaggression was associated with anger, denial and lower educational level. One prisoner in every three demonstrated evidence of cognitive constriction, suggesting a high rate of depression in this group, consistent with pre-existing evidence of high levels of mental illness in this population. [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] This study has several strengths. This work focuses on an important issue (the mental state of prisoners prior to execution) and includes all executed prisoners who made last statements in Texas over a 15-year period. Limitations include the fact that the TGSP was originally developed for the study of suicide notes rather than last statements from death row, [22] [23] [24] [25] [26] although it is noteworthy that both prisoners on death row and people about to die by suicide have high rates of mood disorder and both face imminent death. 4, 26, 27 Regarding generalisability, findings from US states other than Texas are notably consistent with findings from Texas, with consistently high levels of psychiatric morbidity in prisoners 4 and an emphasis on love in last statements. 20 Comparing our results with the broader literature, love is a remarkably strong theme (in 78% of last statements in Texas between April 2002 and May 2017) and this is consistent with previous findings in Texas 11, 12 and Missouri. 20 This study adds to the literature by identifying associations between love and unbearable psychological pain (suggesting an empathic awareness of suffering in prisoners who express love) and between love and the absence of cognitive constriction (suggesting an absence of depression in prisoners who express love). We also identified spirituality as an especially common theme in last statements (58%), consistent with previous work. 13, 17 We add to the literature by demonstrating that spiritualty is independently associated with identification-egression (e.g. escape to heaven). This emphasis on 'egression' helps explain the ubiquity of positive expressions in last statements in Texas. 13, 16, 28 We found that apology was common in last statements in Texas (35%) and this theme has been previously associated with affiliation with God. 17 Our data add to the literature by demonstrating an independent association between apology and unbearable psychological pain, which is also independently associated with regret, another common theme (35%). This network of connections is consistent with identified links between apology and remorse in last statements in Texas 14 and our data also show that psychological pain commonly accompanies a prisoner's recognition of the need to apologize. Unlike most studies, we analysed not only themes in last statements but also psychological factors, and found that the most common psychological factor was identification-egression (51%), associated with spirituality, requests for forgiveness, and absence of sexual assault. This cluster of features suggests the existence of an identifiable subgroup of prisoners with more composed, reflective mental states prior to execution, and less aggressive index offences. Similarly, unbearable psychological pain, the second most common psychological factor (47%), was independently associated with apology to the victim's family and the prisoner's own family, suggesting a similar, possibly overlapping cluster of softer features among certain prisoners.
In contrast, prisoners whose last statements demonstrated rejection-aggression (40%) had less education and tended to express anger and deny their offence. This may be partially dependent on context: Rice et al. 15 suggest that the presence of families and friends of homicide victims at executions in Texas facilitates expressions of guilt and repentance by the prisoner, but not defiance. Conversely, their absence might increase the likelihood of a prisoner demonstrating rejection-aggression, anger or defiance in their last statement. This might be important information for families and friends of victims who are considering attending an execution. Future research could usefully focus on core psychopathology in this population immediately prior to death, and on last statements from countries other than the USA, to see if the features and factors identified in the USA are universal constants of the human condition or are significantly shaped by political, cultural or religious contexts.
